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In-depth Study on Performance Differences between
Successful and Unsuccessful Sales Persons

Changjo Yoo*
Donggi Youn™™

Abstract

This study conducted in-depth interviews with 5 successful and 6 unsuccessful sales persons
and analyzed their activities to further clarify the concepts of learning orientation, performance
orientation, working smart, working hard and adaptive selling which have been reported as
antecedents of sales persons’ performances. We found that successful sales persons had their own
distinctive characteristics. First, they regarded their selling activities as a part of their lives, not
as a task, and were proud of themselves. Second, they perceived their weaknesses from most of
activity areas, voluntarily participated in educational programs, and studied not only their
products but also competitive products. Third, successful sales persons conducted
customer-oriented activities. They collected data on their customers’ personal records, developed
customer typology by styles or personalities, and consulted their customers using those data.
Fourth, successful sales people carefully prepared their meetings with customers across steps in
selling processes and they did their best to develop long term relationship with their customers.
These results provide useful implications about objective evaluations on sales persons’ customer
orientations and adaptive selling abilities, and also clarify the concepts of ‘working smart’ and

‘adaptive selling’.

Key words: sales persons performance, working hard, adaptive selling, learning orientation,

performance orientation
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I. Introduction

Prior Studies have discussed performance
differences across salespeople and suggested
personal characteristics, motivational factors
and environmental factors as causal factors of
sales persons performances. Although previous
has

focused on motivating salespeople to work

research on sales person motivational

harder, concept of ‘working smart’ has recently
captured researchers’ attention and the conceptual
definition, antecedents and consequences of
have been tested (Sujan
1986: Swjan, Weitz, and Sujan 1990 Sujan,
Weitz, and Kumar 1994; Sapiro and Weitz
1990). Although it is commonly agreed among

those constructs

researchers that ‘working smart’ or adaptive

seling’ are the most influential factors on
salespeople’s performances, the understanding
of these concepts are shll ambiguous. For
example, we still do not know how salespeople
can work smart or how he can use adaptive
selling techniques when they serve their
custormers.

Recognizing this lack of knowledge, we
attempted to find key differences between
successful and unsuccessful salespeople. For
this purpose, we conducted in-depth interviews
with 5 successful and 6 unsuccessful sales
persons and analyzed their activities to further
clarify the concepts of learning orientation,
performance orientation, working smart, working
hard and adaptive selling which have been
reported as antecedents of sales persons'

performances.

(Table 1> Profile of Informants

Informants sex Age # of cars (o sel Montly Income Education
(Year: 2004) (thousand won)

Informants 1 M 38 25 3000 Bachelor
Informants 2 M 38 70 4000 Bachelor
Informants 3 M 39 30 5000 Bachelor
Informants 4 M 43 36 4000 Bachelor
Informants 5 M 39 69 5000 MS
Informants 6 M 36 67 5000 Bachelor
Informants 7 M 51 170 16000 High School
Informants 8 M 42 36 6000 Bachelor
Informants 9 M 46 35 3000 Bachelor
Informants 10 M 46 28 2500 High School
Informants 11 M 46 185 17000 High School
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[I. Research Method

To collect more specific data on salespeople’
activities, we employed in-depth interviews
(Spradely 1979) with successful and unsuccessful
salespeople. We provided descriptive questions
such as grand tour questions (ie. typical or
specific occasions) to the informants. Based
upon thelr responses, we furthered more specific
questions about their answers, We conducted
2-3 interviews per informant with one-week
lag and 1t took about 2 hours per interview.

We used purposive sampling method to
achieve research objectives successfully. We
selected 5 outstanding performances and 6
salespeople with poor performances in terms
of sales records. Table 1 summarizes informants

demographic profiles.

M. Results

We found that successful sales persons had
their own distinctive characteristics. First,
they regarded their selling activities as a part
of their lives, not as a task, and were proud
of themselves. Second, they perceived their
weaknesses from most of activity areas,
voluntarily participated in educational programs,
and studied not only their products but also
competitive products, Third, successful sales
persons conducted customer-oriented activities.
They tried to understand customers form
their perspective and to try to learn their
behavioral patterns rather than to influence
them. Fourth, they collected data on their
customers’ personal records. They developed

customer typology by styles or personalities,

(Table 2> Characteristics of Successful Salespeonle

Factors

Characteristics

Jop Orientati
op Orientation - proud of their jobs

- perform their selling efforts in their daily lives

Learning Orientation

- wide scope of learning(interests in overall selling activities try to apply
lecture notes to their selling activities

Performance Orientation

- have specific activity goals and schedules

Customer Orientaton

- {ry to interpret customers’ acts from their perspective
- try to build natural relationship with customers
- try to classify customers using in-depth cues

Adaptive Selling

- differentiate their selling activities according to the selling stages
- have very detailed preparations and check the customer records they have
collected before they meet customers.

Emotional Controls

- do give up even when customers show unfavorable responses
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and consulted their customers using those
data. Fifth, successful sales people carefully
prepared their meetings with customers across
steps in selling processes and they did their
best to develop long term relationships with
their customers. Finally, they seemed to have
possess  abilities to control their emotional
responses when they contact their customers.
Although their selling efforts seem to be
unsuccessful, they tried to do their best to
give a favorable impressions to their customers
and to have another chance to meet them in

.the future, Table 2 summarizes these results.

IV. Discussions

We provided specific activity patterns of
successful salespeople. Thus these results
provide useful implications about salespeople’s
performances. For example, we can provide
more specific guidelines about sales persons
customer orientations and adaptive selling abilities,
and also we can clarify the concepts of “working

smart” and 'adaptive selling” more specifically.
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